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ABSTRACT. The biographies of eight highly professional women form the
material for discussing how women live, understand, and ‘perform’ success.
After identifying macro-topics related to success, the authors carry out an
analysis of the women’s discursive strategies of self-representation. They
examine features that are indicative of suppression or backgrounding of
social actors and, related to this, sources of ambivalence, activeness, and
passiveness. The authors also describe the metaphors the women use for
constructing specific event models, which serve to establish coherent self-
representations and unique life trajectories. Four event models were identified,
systematizing the narratives: symbiosis, self-made woman, creating one’s
space, and work, as well as coincidence and luck. Finally, the article
investigates the ways in which the women’s stories reflect relevant aspects of
the professional and organizational cultures they find, concluding that
although all of them are cooperating and non-antagonistic, they build their
own success stories in small but important ways.
KEY WORDS: discursive construction of identities, discursive self-presentation,
ethnography, event model, gender studies, ideologies of success, performativity,
metaphor, narrative interviews, social actors
Introduction
Twenty-five years ago Georgia Sassen examined the notion of women’s
presumed success anxiety. Building on the work of Carol Gilligan and others she
argued that women ‘are unable to take competitive success and construct
around it a vision, a new way of making sense, to which they can feel personally
committed’ (Sassen, 1980: 18). According to Sassen, there is an incompatibility
between competitive, isolated success, achieved without the cooperation of
others, and meaning structures that are particular to women. She also assertsthat in institutions that build upon these kinds of success, women tend to
experience frustration and anxiety.
Analysing biographical material collected in several research projects,1 we
asked ourselves what has changed since feminist researchers discussed the
difficulties women face in thinking about themselves/perceiving themselves as
successful professionals. Our approach is resonant with what Kellner (1995) and
Fenwick (2002) among others have stated ‘that one must study the complex and
sometimes contradictory interweaving of people’s shifting desires and identities,
the texts and activities in which they participate, and their own representations
and understandings of these relations’ (Fenwick, 2002: 166).
We selected eight biographies for our analysis. In four cases we also observed
the women at work over several weeks (Wagner, 2003; Wagner and Birbaumer,
2005). These biographies represent different life story patterns of highly
professional women in different stages of their lives and different discursive
strategies of self-representation. The focus on self-presentation is important to
emphasize as, in some cases, we will point to salient contrasts between the
images these women project and perform and their actual behaviour when
observed. All the women are between 35 and 45 years old, hence not at the
beginning of their careers. Three of the women work in the IT sector (small
multimedia companies, a partner in a small software company), two in the
financial sector (a senior manager in a specialized bank, the owner of a small
accounting firm), and three are architects and partners in small architectural
firms (see Table 1).
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TABLE 1. The women selected for the study – an overview
Name/ Field 
Organization/position,
background (Previous jobs) Biographical note
Maria
Project manager (PM),  Maria comes from India, works in a highly successful design-
multimedia company  oriented multimedia company, under considerable pressure, 
BA Economics & Liberal  where work is often enacted as ‘drama’. Coaching is a central 
Arts, Training PM, MBA in  aspect of Maria’s work as a PM – she defines herself as an 
technology  ‘enabler’. She frequently complains that she is not able to meet 
(advertising & marketing  her standards of quality in a constraining, hectic environment 
company) with a premium on speed.
Susi
Partner in small software  Susi is one of the four self-employed women in our sample. 
company She is one of two directors of a small software company and 
MA in Computer Science responsible for financial planning – budgeting, controlling – 
(research assistant at  and software development, with her male co-director focusing 
university) on project acquisition.Wagner and Wodak: Performing success 387
Sissy
Director’s assistant in small  Sissy comes from the free art scene, having studied but 
multimedia company  never completed a degree in journalism and performing 
Theatre and journalism  arts. She tells the story of her career as having been 
without degree driven by chance encounters and offers. She currently works 
(theatre companies,  as the ‘right hand’ of the owner of a highly successful 
production manager and  multimedia company specializing in film and CD production. 
assistant to director, PR Writing is a hobby and an outlet for Sissy, it may even offer
agency) an alternative future.
Chris
Director/owner of small  The Human Money Company – this is the name that Chris 
accounting firm  chose for her company, a small accounting office. Chris talks
MA in Business  of her company as being ‘unconventional’. She sees herself as 
Administration, additional  a member of a team which takes decisions cooperatively. In 
training in transaction  the meantime she herself only does consulting and has no 
analysis, business mediation,  fixed working times in the office. Another unusual factor is 
therapies, etc. the friendly, almost family-like atmosphere in the company.
(accounting firm)
Claire
Department leader in  Claire entered a bank specializing in acquisition and merger 
specialized bank activities in 1983, after having completed her doctorate in 
MA and PhD in Business  business studies and only left it for a short episode in politics – 
Administration ‘a wonderful experience’. When she returned, she was asked to 
((political) adviser/member  merge three departments into one, re-define responsibilities, 
of cabinet in Ministry) unify processes, and shape ‘the culture and people’s attitudes’.
Mary
Architect, partner in  Mary runs a very successful office with her partner. It took 
architectural firm  them 10 years of hard work in a small flat with hardly any 
MA in Architecture,  projects and little encouragement to get to where they are now. 
Civil Engineer Mary is a dedicated architect and when she talks about herself,
she talks architecture.
Eva
Architect, partner in  Eva is the co-founder of one of the highly successful young 
architectural firm  practices in Vienna. The group also assures her future with a 
MA in Architecture child. She trusts that she will be able to combine work and 
caring for her child, to work a bit less without endangering the 
quality of the group’s projects.
Jane
Architect, partner in  Jane is one of four partners in a successful architectural firm. 
architectural firm This is a company that relies on teamwork, has developed a 
MA Architecture strong meeting culture and dedicates a lot of resources to 
(assistant in architectural  building organizational structures and planning competence, on 
firm) all levels. This is to a great extent due to Jane, who took over 
responsibility for the company’s organizational development 
and finances.This choice of women and areas of work was also motivated by our interest
in diversity and change – of professional roles, competences, organizational forms,
and (gendered) cultures. Multimedia production and architecture represent two
design disciplines. Multimedia is considered a new-economy type of workplace in
search of a specific identity and profile while architecture is a classical male
profession which is in transition, due to the increasing complexity of
requirements and the erosion of what has often been seen as the universalist role
of the architect (Winch and Schneider, 1993). In financial services (in our case,
mergers and acquisitions transactions), specialization as a strategy attracts a
new type of professional who combines domain knowledge with competence in
coaching and counselling. Accounting firms also need to define new territories
and legitimize their special role, with clients having more and more access to
accounting software and knowledge. Despite being diverse, these areas of work
share certain features, among them the increasing complexity of work, a focus
on distinctive expertise and creative solutions, the importance of client relation-
ships, and the turbulent and highly competitive character of their environment
(Jones et al., 1998). All three areas are considered to be male dominated,
although we tend to find an increasing share of women in responsible positions.
As we will show, the women selected for our analysis represent and reflect
relevant aspects of these characteristics. They are neither separable from nor
neutral towards the organizational cultures which they find in their field. We
analyse the women’s narratives and self-images against the background of these
cultures, trying to understand why and how they absorb and reflect, critically
examine, fight against or rewrite them, or why they want to be seen and
perceived in certain ways.2Moreover, as our interviewees are all integrated in
specific organizational contexts, we attempt to illustrate how these contexts and
their latent or explicit values and ideologies intrude interdiscursively into their
performances.
Theoretical background
(Linguistic) Gender Studies has focused primarily on differences between the
biological sexes for a long time; much research was (and still is) devoted to
illustrating the domination of women by men in organizations, conversations,
media, education, and so forth.3 However, more recently, the focus of research
has shifted to investigating the range of constructions/performances of female
gender identities and female leadership in various professions and social fields.
Sunderland (2004) states that ‘gender can be constructed, performed, represented
and indexed’ (p. 22, emphasis in original). Later, she continues: ‘Associated with
social constructionism and post-structuralism, construction and performance are
members of the same field. Lexical variations include accomplish, achieve and
enact’ (p. 23). Buchholtz (1999) describes language as ‘effecting gender’ . . .
“Performance” – which goes beyond language – de-privileges the idea of identity’
(Sunderland, 2004: 23); see also Butler (1999[1990]).
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representation of women in the media and elsewhere and their impact (in
conversations) on forms of gendered discourses and on ways in which gender is
constructed discursively or visually, and performed (for example, on stage and in
conversations). This shift implies a different approach to gender and sex, both of
which are seen by Judith Butler as inherent to interaction and not as given by
nature. This approach rejects essentialism and claims that women and men alike
have a choice of how to express themselves in discourses and how to perform the
gender roles in which they would like to be perceived (see also Cammack and
Kalmbach Phillips, 2002). However, agency can also be backgrounded, neg-
lected or even absent fron the text (these are terms used by Van Leeuwen, 1996).
In our opinion, this approach grasps relevant issues which become apparent
from research into female leadership and successful women. In positions of
power, there are fewer constraints regulating behaviour, and the space for
enactment becomes larger. However, in less powerful positions, constraints
prevail. The notions of performance and of ‘doing gender’ tend to reflect the
living conditions of the privileged elites (see also Kotthoff and Wodak, 1997;
Wodak, 1997a). This is why, in our analysis, we strongly emphasize the material
dimension of women’s lives. Moreover, we make clear that the local, individual
performance of biography and identity that we observe and analyse always
reflects and presupposes more general cultural, professional and structural
patterns.
The richness of empirical studies on women in different professions is
impressive. We find studies on women working in schools (Wodak, 1997b),
administrative workplaces (Kendall and Tannen, 1997), large companies
(Martín Rojo and Esteban, 2003), management (Tomlinson et al., 1997; Liff and
Ward, 2001), medical professions and hospitals (Nonnemaker, 2004; Smulyan,
2004), universities (Diem-Wille, 1996), computing (Valenduc et al., 2004,
Birbaumer et al., 2006), construction industries (Greed, 2000), engineering and
manufacturing (Greene et al., 2002; Miller, 2002), legal professions (Coontz,
1995), and politics (Moosmüller, 1997; Wodak, 2003a, 2005a). The multimodal
analysis of representation of women in the media illustrates the ideal gender
types in different cultures and societies (Machin and Van Leeuwen, 2003).
Although we cannot review the extensive literature in this article, it is necessary
to summarize a few relevant issues which have a bearing on our research.
First, research points to a variety of gendered aspects of professional roles.
One example is leadership roles. A study of school principals identified three
different models of leadership when analysing tape-recorded meetings in various
high schools in Vienna, Austria: a ‘caring motherly role’, an ‘authoritarian hier-
archical role’, and an ‘efficient managerial role’ (Wodak, 1997b). Moreover, as
Diem-Wille (1996) shows, women university professors and managers believed
their careers to have been shaped by accident and coincidence, while men
seemed to have ambitiously set themselves clear goals (see also Licht and Dweck,
1984). Men reported and narrated in an active way, women more passively. In
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exciting anecdotes about their successful interventions but there were marked
national/cultural differences between MEPs from Scandinavia and the
Mediterranean countries. Some of them emphasized that only finding a niche
(‘being an exotic bird’) allowed them to carry out their work successfully because
they would not threaten male colleagues (Wodak, 2003a).
In other fields, for example computing, the diversity of professional
trajectories and ‘life-story patterns’ stands out. Some women follow a clear
career model, striving to reach the top, accepting the conditions for success in
ICT, including long hours, stressful working conditions, a competitive environ-
ment, and hierarchical structures. Some informants’ stories show a strong will
and skill at shaping their own environment so that it fits their idea of good work
and a good life. These women define themselves through the content of their
work (Birbaumer et al., 2006). Some of the women describe a crisis and how it
shaped their decision to change something in their life. The notion of crisis is
close to fate, to some pre-determined event. However, the women portray their
decisions as having been made voluntarily.
Second, we find a ‘double discourse’, which, on the one hand, promotes
democratic models of management, consistent with prevalent democratic and
egalitarian ideologies but, on the other hand, masks the permanence of
traditional models, which have been only partially and superficially updated (see
also Baxter, 2003). An example of ‘double voicing’ is given by (Martín Rojo and
Gomez-Esteban, 2003). If the women managers they studied were caring and
flexible, they were perceived as weak; if they were more efficient and hierarchical,
they were viewed as tough and male. In both cases, women were not respected.
Third, when new regulations of gender mainstreaming are implemented,
organizations may develop subtle ways of avoiding these guidelines. In
comparing reference letters written for female and male applicants for high
positions in medical faculties, Trix and Psenka (2003) were able to illustrate the
different ways that prominent professors formulated their letters which
highlighted research in the case of male applicants and teaching in the case of
female applicants (research is usually valued more highly).
Fourth, research into media representations of successful women, such as the
ones to be found in the magazine Cosmopolitanreveals a narrow set of topoiacross
languages and cultures: the adoration of youth; values related to beauty; values
related to success as being efficient but also feminine; an image of a self-assured,
but also non-threatening leadership role. Koller (2005), in her analysis of
business magazines (e.g. Business Week), which portray representations of female
executives was able to illustrate how conventional conceptual frames (‘playing
the game’, ‘being at war’, ‘market as conversation’ and so forth) construct forms
of a new hegemonic masculinity (‘executives’ are ‘soldiers’, for example). The
magazines described women, relatively more often than men, in terms of a war
metaphor.
Finally, we see a strong connection between women’s careers, their strategies
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which they work. Davies (1996) argues that professions exhibit a ‘gendered sub-
structure’ in the same way as work organizations do. Acker (1992) introduced
this notion to describe the dynamic of gender relations in organizations, as
something that mirrors the gender relations within society but at the same time
is in flux, changing with the mix of people, skills, and tasks. Gherardi (1996)
studied women pioneers in male occupations, inviting them to perform their
identity through telling their stories. She identifies different ways in which the
host culture and the women position themselves in relation to each other. A
woman-friendly culture, she argues, ‘extends an invitation which: (a) may be
gratefully accepted – a co-operative position; (b) may not be understood – a
mismatched position; (c) may be forced but open-ended’ (p. 199). In a woman-
hostile culture, women may hold a stigmatized, contested or a unilaterally
enforced position. In her study of women in the oil industry, Miller (2002)
emphasizes myths (the frontier, the cowboy hero) that are deeply embedded in
the industry’s cultural assumptions and that have powerful effects on people’s
everyday behaviour. Conditions seem to be similar in the construction industry,
in particular the tougher site-related jobs, which Greed (2000) characterizes as
‘fortress-like settings’ that are occupied by ‘male-dominated tribes’. But even in
the legal professions where the number of women has increased dramatically
over the last 20 years or so, gender enters into day-to-day interactions. Not only
are the prototypes of lawyers predominantly male but the schemas that explain
success in the professions are associated with male attributes and so are the
scripts that set the norms of professional interaction. Coontz (1995) found that
female characteristics such as ‘being pregnant’ or ‘a shrill voice’ eclipse women’s
competence in court, their ‘good looks’ being translated into ‘distraction’ by the
opposing attorney, and judges being impatient with female attorneys, inter-
rupting them, looking bored, or cutting short an argument.
In view of all this recent research, we claim that Gender Studies needs an
interdisciplinary framework to be able to grasp this complexity of phenomena
just outlined: issues of organizational studies, gender studies, linguistics, cultural
studies, media studies, discourse studies and political sciences overlap and
influence each other. Several research questions are generated by these findings:
● How do the women define success? What are their criteria of success, which
aspects of their work and which particular events do they experience as
contributing to being successful? How do successful women perform their
achievements in their stories and in relationship to the interviewer?
● What are women’s strategies for presenting themselves, their career
decisions, their personal relationship with work and colleagues, crises at
work or in their personal lives, and how do they respond to them? How do the
discursively constructed and performed self-presentations relate to their own
definitions of success as well as to widespread social stereotypes about
successful/career women?
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subtle (and also manifest) procedures of discrimination still exist? Are their
biographies shaped by the ‘gendered substructures’ of the professions and/or
organizations in which they work? Are these substructures visible in how
successful women relate their stories?
● Since even in leading positions women are confronted with ‘double
discourses’, do they still have to justify their presence and their achievements
constantly and are they still measured against different norms? Do women
relate similar experiences?
Methodology
The aim of a biographical interview is to develop an understanding of a person’s
biography or trajectory – her development as based on opportunities, choices,
and individual coping strategies. Biographical research was emphasized in
particular by the Chicago school of qualitative sociology (e.g. Glaser and Strauss,
1971). It was and is mostly used to understand people’s sometimes life-long
struggles with particular problems (e.g. a disability, being an outsider) or crises
(e.g. unemployment, migration) or to understand historical events – how they
were experienced, have shaped people’s lives and are remembered. A more recent
notion that stimulated the examination of biographical forms is that of the self
as a ‘reflexive project’ (Lash and Urry, 1994; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).
We use it here as a method for learning more about the still fairly rare situation
of women in a particular field or profession, to dig through the maze of assump-
tions and prejudices surrounding such a situation, and to do this from the
perspective of the women themselves.
The most common method for unravelling biographical information is the
narrative interview. Although parts of the interview may be pre-structured,
particularly the parts that relate to the main facts of a person’s biography, most
of the interview is conducted in an open way. They are what Flick (1995) calls
‘episodic interviews’ with a strong narrative character. The main idea is to
stimulate a person to tell stories – significant episodes in her life that illustrate
why and how certain events are significant in her biography, and the role of
relevant others in these events. Normally the interviewee covers several topics in
her narration in her own order. A good narrative interview also allows for a
certain amount of reflection, supporting a person in remembering, making
connections, evaluating, regretting or rejoicing. From the perspective of
discourse analysis, these stories are analysed for their narrative structure, the
roles of social actors, and the argumentative strategies deployed to establish a
certain coherence which the interviewee consciously constructs as the image
which they want to transfer to the audience (the interviewer) – the enacted
performance. Bourdieu (1994) even talks of the ‘biographical illusion’ which
describes life as a coherent path according to culturally available interpretive
patterns and images. This is precisely what we sought to avoid. It was our explicit
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seemingly coherent biographies.
Moreover, the situative context has to be taken into account: Biographical
interviews are constructed from the interviewee’s present social position and life
situation and coloured by it, as well as by the interview situation itself and the
interpretive frameworks that are operative: ‘When interviewees report on
experience, they do so from different social positions and in greater or lesser
agreement with recognizable cultural scripts’ (Järvinen, 2000: 386).
In our analysis of the biographical material we pursued a variety of methods.
On the one hand, we identified macro-topics related to success which became
apparent in all interviews, albeit in different phases of the narratives (see Van
Dijk, 2001). The macro-topics were used to structure the narratives, either in a
temporal/chronological way, or in an event-related way. We illustrate these
topics with relevant sequences from the interviews. On the other hand, we were
interested in the discursive strategies of positive self-presentation (Reisigl and
Wodak, 2001),4 focusing primarily on the use of metaphors, the role of social
actors, argumentative strategies, cohesion devices, and transitivity, amongst
other indicators. By ‘strategy’, we generally mean
a more or less accurate and more or less intentional plan of practices (including
discursive practices) adopted to achieve a particular social, political, psychological or
linguistic aim. As far as the discursive strategies are concerned, that is to say,
systematic ways of using language, we locate them at different levels of linguistic
organization and complexity. (Wodak, 2003b: 139) 
We define topoi as ‘parts of argumentation that belong to the obligatory
premises. They are content-related warrants or “conclusion rules” that connect
the argument with the conclusion’ (Reisigl and Wodak, 2001: 74–5).
Discursive strategies of positive self-presentation relate to five dimensions of
textual realizations:
1. How do the interviewees label themselves?
2. Which characteristics do they attribute to success in general and to their
own success?
3. Which arguments are positioned and constructed to justify these views?
Which  topoi are used consistently? Do their descriptions match public
images? Are stereotypes used? Are traditional metaphors used or even new
ones created?
4. From which perspective do our interviewees narrate their experiences?
5. Are these self-presentations intensified or mitigated?
One important aspect of our analysis, apart from metaphors, topoi and
genres, is the representation of ‘social actors’. Van Leeuwen (1996) offers an
elaborate and powerful framework for analysing the representations of social
actors in discourses – a hierarchically arranged set of abstract categories which
are in part social and in part discursive (p. 32). Agency is a sociological category
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no one-to-one relation between social and linguistic categories – a lack of bi-
uniqueness (p. 35). We focus primarily on which social actors are represented
(included) and which are excluded; moreover, how concrete or abstract actors
are realized. Both dimensions are salient because suppressed, absent or excluded
agency usually indicates some problematic positioning of the speaker. Similarly,
personal or general, concrete or abstract agencies – for example the use of
personal or impersonal pronouns – point to degrees of identification.
Van Leeuwen lists linguistic features which are indicative of suppression or
backgrounding of social actors; we use some of these in our own analysis. The
most common backgrounding features we found in our interviews are use of
nominal/nominalization and passive agent deletion.
When analysing macro-topics related to success and women’s discursive
strategies we tried to preserve the narrative flow and to interweave it with
contextual information (which was captured through the interviews and
observations) rather than presenting the analysis step by step for each woman or
even textual sequence. (Such a systematic analysis was, of course, the pre-
requisite for the following summary and interdisciplinary approach.) Quotes are
mainly used as illustrations of particular topoi, metaphors, social actors,
narrative structures, and argumentative strategies, and for conveying some of
the richness and vividness of the women’s accounts.
Success: multiple understandings
In the following section, we combine content-oriented and discourse-analytical
approaches in applying the two methodologies (i.e. re-constructing the narrative
flow and de-constructing strategies of self-presentation) outlined earlier, while
using the clustered macro-topics (themes) of ‘defining success’ to organize
sequences from our interviews.
THEME 1: BUILDING AND ‘PLACE-MAKING’ – CREATIVITY
All women define themselves as ‘builders’ – of spaces, competences,
organizations (in some cases with an emphasis on entrepreneurship) or high-
quality products. The metaphors of ‘building’ and ‘defining and constructing
their own space’ are closely connected with what they describe as their passion.
For the architects among our interviewees, ‘building’ is strongly related to their
profession. They talk about their success through descriptions of their buildings
– the spaces they design – and success is when their designs have achieved a
particular spatial quality (‘topic-triggered metaphor’). Mary designs spaces that
have a clear geometry, create transitions between inside and outside, and reflect
the environment. She says:
. . . I’m interested in complexity, and the essence of complexity translated into a
simple form, thus superimposing things, shifting them. Well I’m sure we’re not that
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understanding space . . . It’s about spatiality, it’s about outside space, inside space,
the relationship between them, about transitions, about sort of public–private,
urbanity, ambivalence, these are things that interest us.
In her definition of ‘complexity’, Mary lays out a whole semantic space in deictic
terms (‘inside–outside’, ‘clear–complex’) as well as in structural dichotomies
(‘public–private’). Even in this very short sequence there is a shift in narrative
perspective in two directions: from personal to general and from the content-level
to a meta-level. Mary deconstructs the meaning of complexity for her and them
(‘we’). She addresses the ambivalence created by the dichotomies of
inside/outside, public/private by emphasizing fluidity (‘transitions’). A short
declarative statement denying ‘expressivity and all that’ serves rhetorically and
argumentatively to reject any stereotypes about architects and their suggested
intuitivism. Mary uses material verbs (verbs of doing), with strong explicit
evaluations of taking pride in their work (‘super’), the verbs producing a sense of
activeness. The way in which she describes transitions between (architectural)
spaces may be read as a metaphor for the individual (body) space.
As can be seen in another short extract from Mary’s narrative, implementing
a building and seeing how it is appropriated and inhabited is an ‘incredible’
experience:
And that gets superimposed on things that you only see when the building has been
erected, or when the space, that actually brings another level to it. And I think this is
actually the interesting thing and there are always new ways of seeing it . . . But that
is very interesting for us . . . whether it is the use, whether these rooms will be
accepted in the way that we expected. That is of course the great thing about the X
project, that we were able to enliven a whole part of a city. It simply worked . . . And
there was nothing there before, it was dead. And that this worked, I mean that’s
really, that is simply incredible.
Mary uses vivid images and metaphors (‘enliven a whole part of a city’, ‘it was
dead’), as well as positive, evaluative adjectives. The dialogic explanation of what
it means to build suggests enormous power – the power of transforming
something dead into something which is alive. Moreover, she suggests risk and
adventure in a scenic form, using questions addressed to the interviewer and a
wider, anonymous audience. The coda of the story – ‘it simply worked’ – is
realized impersonally and agent-less, as if there were no actors and no stressful
and long planning involved, both of which can only be contextually inferred. The
performance makes the audience believe that building ‘simply works’ is
unpredictable and ‘incredible’. This story is a good example of the attempt to
construct an ‘event model’ (a cognitive script of an event, process, occasion; see
later) which contradicts the everyday knowledge of the difficulties of building
processes and suppresses social actors.
The younger Eva compares creating architecture to ‘giving birth’ (she was
close to giving birth at the time of the interview). She also alludes to the
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getting them into a three-dimensional space. This resonates with another aspect
in women’s descriptions of success. It has to do with ‘place-making’. Place-
making is a material process; it is to do with shaping one’s environment for
particular projects, activities, and interactions; it also means colonizing space,
making it one’s own. It also implies ‘being independent’. Place-making – trans-
forming perceptions and ideas (designs) into materiality (Iedema, 2003) – is an
example of re-semiotization.
Chris expresses her identity through place-making. Her accounting office
resembles a living space, with every minor detail designed by her. Each room has
its own character, its own colour, lighting, the colour of the folders, the paintings
on the walls (many of her clients are artists and sometimes they pay with their
own work), a sofa, plants creating a particular atmosphere. All materials carry
the firm’s logo and web address. The office not only reflects her idea of how to
make people (co-workers, clients) feel comfortable but it also strongly signals her
identity – a place that combines comfort and aesthetic values with a concern for
money; it also speaks of her power to design at will.
Chris’s carefully designed office spaces illustrate that place-making is also
about creating the conditions for success and this is strongly connected to
entrepreneurship. Place-making may be practised on different levels – from
literally furnishing a place to organization building and finally to nourishing
what Hedman (2003) calls ‘incorporeal places’. In the women’s accounts, place-
making (furnishing) and building become a form of discursive self-presentation.
This relates well with cognitive semantics which argues that spatial metaphors
are the most basic ones we have and that they are embodied, i.e. expressed by
humans experiencing their bodies moving through space (Lakoff and Johnson,
1998).
THEME 2: THE RIGHT EMOTIONAL ENVIRONMENT
Denise Scott Brown (1989) describes the most outrageous forms of discrimi-
nation she was exposed to when she was getting married to Robert Venturi: 
These experiences have caused me to fight, suffer doubt and confusion, and expend
too much energy. ‘I would be pleased if my work were attributed to my husband’, says
the wife of an architect. And a colleague asked, ‘Why do you worry about these
things? We know you’re good. You know your real role in your office and in teaching.
Isn’t that enough?’ I doubt whether it would be enough for my male colleagues.
(p. 239)
With the younger generations of architects we found strong notions of
success as being shared (rather than individual), of depending on building
emotional bonds with and trust in partners and colleagues, and, more generally,
linked to the explicit expression of positive emotions and having fun. Being a
successful architect is no longer defined as individual stardom but as being part
of a successful group. This resonates with, among others, findings by Schlosser
396 Discourse & Society 17(3)(2001) who reports that the eminent Finnish women she interviewed all
emphasized their strong connections with a group.
This theme is most pronounced in Eva’s account of her work as having been,
from the very beginning, closely tied to her three male architect partners, whom
she describes as her ‘friends’, the ‘nest’, the ‘boys’, the ‘team’. To Eva, her ‘boys’
represent home, professional partners, the centre of her life, the stable and secure
grounds on which she can move and live (‘the nest’). She does not distinguish
herself in any dichotomized way from the ‘others’ but presents herself and her
life as part of a team (‘personification’ and backgrounding of self). The
coherence of her narrative is constructed through the description of events
holding the team together, each clause starting with ‘we’. She has sacrificed her
autonomous self for the team.
And then, it will surely get to the point that I had the good luck to get to know my
friends here, where we actually were so impressed by this job that we really spent our
lives doing nothing else. Well we really worked from morning to evening and had
hardly any time for holidays or whatnot. And then you actually get into this whole
spectrum. We also had the good luck, well that we all worked together in the office.
So this group, our group of four people. That was actually in some ways the centre of
our lives for all four of us, because we just spend so many years together. And that is,
well, actually, our nest or something, yes, our centre.
In Eva’s account, the topos of luck occurs twice. We may understand this as Eva
being proud to be part of the team and viewing this as being lucky. We may also
read it as Eva downplaying the active work that success requires. Luck always
implies coincidence. Her story does not give voice to her own ambitions nor does
it express the energy needed to establish such a ‘nest’ and team and to keep it
working.
Going back to the experience of Denise Scott Brown, Jane successfully
managed the transition of their architectural firm from a small, chaotic practice
with frequent ‘hysterical situations’ to an entrepreneurial office. Although she
has housekeeping and caring roles, she does not feel diminished or as if she has
been pushed into the second row. This may have to do with her more modest
ambitions as an architect (none of these young architects is famous). But it also
seems to indicate that understanding herself as the member of a successful team
allows her to identify with the firm’s successful design activities. The following
sequence presents the total identification with ‘we’ as a team, arguing and
justifying such a collective view with almost absurd and exaggerated sarcastic
examples, in an argumentative contrast which is displayed in a scenic
performance and confronts the human environment with people working like
machines or parts of machines.
And if someone says ‘You’re a fantastic office, and this is a great project’ or
something, then I have no problem at all. I immediately accept the accolade. Yes,
because otherwise everyone would have to start: ‘I am the bolt’, and ‘I am this’, it’s
only possible as a communal success, so that it sort of looks like actually, when
there’s always a trend, that so to speak some brilliant idea gets over-rated.
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presented as two poles, as two life styles of work: the nest and the machine (see
also Morgan, 1997, for a discussion of organizational metaphors).
Apart from being part of the ‘right team’ in terms of people you like, with
whom you have a shared understanding, there is a strong emotional aspect to
how the women define success. This is the case for the banker Claire who strongly
believes in tension/energy as a source of creativity. She has a motto, realized as
metaphor, for her life – ‘to plant the seeds, take care, harvest, and celebrate
thanksgiving’. She firmly believes in ‘positive thinking’ and employs many
superlatives in her description. Her self-definition comes close to persuasive
discourse, to the genre of a mission statement, employing the catchwords
(future, passion, motivation, personality, emotional environment), phrased in an
elliptic evocation, and generalizing her belief through the topos  of necessity
(Muntigl and Gruber, 2005). Implied indirectly is her achievement: she has
found the right people with the right personality and she is able to lead them:
With future, with bringing things into the world, with motivation, with enthusiasm.
So I have a lot to do with people who are positively motivated. Now, that’s really not
the case everywhere, in every department of the bank . . . I think it takes a certain
personality. And so every firm in various phases, but also every task, I think, also has
its emotional environment. And you somehow have to be lucky enough to be the
person in the right place. That has to match, otherwise it doesn’t work.
A few sentences later Claire mentions the role of significant others in her career
So I think that one then also always needs different people to relate to, yes. You know
on one’s own you can’t do anything, yes. So I’ve been lucky that I . . .
Like Eva, Claire refers to luck, belittling the immense work behind the
construction of a good, functioning team, and she suggests coincidence, which
also implies passiveness, in contrast to the material verbs which characterized
our first examples. The impersonal ‘one’ emphasizes such a passive and
generalizing perspective (backgounding of self). Her definitions are dogmatic
because they are justified with the topos of necessity. Observing Claire in her
work, however, gives a somewhat different impression, that of a strong-willed
almost charismatic person who has the gift to motivate, challenge and support
others.
Being successful also has connotations of having fun, being motivated, and
enthusiastic, moving things. The women refer to the fascination of mathematics,
the enthusiasm their architectural projects inspire, and the art of fascinating
others through the spoken word. Software developer Susi talks about her passion
for structuring and solving problems – mathematical riddles – and about the
privilege of being autonomous in her work (‘Selbst-bestimmen-können’), adding
that she has fun in her work. She oscillates between a personal, a dialogic and an
impersonal perspective. This time, the impersonal perspective implies a
generalizing tendency:
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happy. And it is just exciting to be able to join in making decisions, being able to share
in taking responsibility for them.
Susi perceives herself as a person who shapes or designs her own environment,
albeit in a hesitating/mitigating way, introduced by mental verbs (‘I think’):
Let’s put it like this, I have . . . I’d rather say, I think, I have shaped my environment
in the way I like it to be.
At the same time she expresses ambivalence. Work is no game anymore, but
hard, tiring, and difficult. Once having taken the decision to create her software
company by herself, there is no easy way of going back. Her statement uses the
impersonal ‘one’ and the generalizing, short and dense description in the past
tense through which she summarizes and essentializes a certain career
trajectory (a path which is followed without any other options symbolizes a
specific cognitive frame and event model) as an example of many women with
similar problems and stress:
And it’s like that, after founding the company, after expansion and so on, there are
lots of things, well, there were decisions made, and there are lots of things pretty
clearly specified. One can change it, after all, but one doesn’t get out too easily. One
has forged a path, and one just follows it. Well that is clear. One has made this
decision and then one has a business and responsibility. And somehow it does 
work.
For Chris, being herself, living her own life is at the core of having a successful
career. The name she chose for her firm – Human Money Company – reflects the
mixture of trust, personalized relationships and high professionalism that Chris
sees as the cornerstones of her success. A part of this is her dream of connecting
all the things she values in her life in the form of a service centre (combined with
a fitness centre and options of luxury). She explains this fantasy of the utopian
office as a trajectory, very personal in the mode (through direct address),
discursively constructing a scenic narrative where the coherence is created
dynamically – the story of somebody passing from one room to the next and
experiencing the unique combination of work and leisure. In Fairclough’s
(1992) terms, we find interdiscursivity, a combination of consumerism and
marketization, in a rhetorically persuasive and strategic hybrid genre, mixing a
promotional advertisement with a personal wish
. . . where fashion, health treatments and business services are offered. So you come
in and go down a corridor and see clothes and jewellery to the left and right. And
when you have done the whole house, you go out and have everything on and you’re
feeling well and you’re smiling and you have your tax return, you have your lawyer,
business consultant or treatment. And while you’re waiting for the profit–loss
account you can decide whether you want to watch a film or go to a health
practitioner, to a Feng-Shui advisor or to the tailor and so on, or into the café that
they also have there.
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successful in her accounting business: Chris accumulates certificates in various
therapeutic techniques or courses about transaction analysis, which indicates a
familiar female dilemma – having to know more (than men) and being perfect!
And asked about her notion of success, she replies:
Depends on which hat I’ve got on when you ask me, so to speak as a woman or as a
human. As a woman I say: Success? What success? I haven’t had any success. And as
a human I say: most of the time I just really almost live the life I want to live. That’s
enough. That is success for me that I can do what I want, and it also works out
financially.
First she negates that she has success at all: what she is doing is ‘normal’. She
downplays her visible ambition and success through repeating a rhetorical
question ‘Success?’ twice. She also rejects her female identity by substituting
‘woman’ through ‘human’ (topos of definition). This sequence indicates strong
ambivalence with female success, even though Chris knows what she wants, and
she has most probably experienced her limitations.
THEME 3: BEING POWERFUL – CLIMBING ONTO THE STAGE
Maybe the most marked contrast to Sassen’s (1980) account of ‘success anxiety’
is the explicitly expressed positive relationship of our interviewees to power and
fame, our third macro-cluster of topics, where entrepreneurial ideologies clearly
manifest themselves. Maria, project manager in a glamorous, fast-moving
multimedia company has a clear notion of what being successful means. She
describes a feeling she experienced the evening before one of the interviews we
conducted with her in the following narrative:
Yesterday, what did I achieve? There was this schedule, that I taught those two
something, and that we had worked out something bigger and sent it to the client and
that I had a meal for half an hour. That was a greater achievement for me than the
50 deliveries that we sent out . . . I measure my success differently from how I am
measured. But I see that just as – for me it’s a liberation. I see it not as a duty, instead
I feel I’m not dependent on another’s evaluation or on their, let’s say praise or
criticism, because I know I have other priorities.
Starting out with a quasi rhetorical question which she immediately answers
herself, she gives an example of her definition of success, as argumentative
strategy: interacting and teaching others something which she finds important.
She has a wider notion of success than ‘those 50 deliverables’ and she stresses
her independence, always very much involved in her professional jargon which
indicates her identification with the job. Maria performs her own – different –
success story. She also justifies her opinion by being independent of praise or
criticism (topos of definition). The fact that she emphasizes her opinion indicates
that she needs to defend her position against an anonymous other position which
is described as contrast but without actors and subjects (‘suppression of actors’).
It is not clear if she promotes her role against existing stereotypes or against
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clauses, she tells a long story (one of many in the interview) about how much she
enjoys being on the stage, in the media, receiving praise, being publicly
acknowledged:
. . . and now he has my face on the cover, just as I was starting, as a cartoon, as an
illustration. That’s called Global Citizen. And I really had to laugh, because like Andy
Warhol everyone has to be famous for five minutes or ten minutes. And now I have
my face on a cover, and that’s enough. That is enough now, yes, it says Global Citizen
and a stupid article. And it is off-key . . . And we’re like that, for me, I observe that,
and I think, yes, and what do you want now? It’s like Ticks now. I never wished for or
wanted this, but it’s more or less okay like that, it’s your exam paper, so to speak.
Carry on. Carry on.
Maria simultaneously enjoys the fame and downplays it with irony (‘stupid
article’) and with reference to famous people like Andy Warhol, stressing at the
same time: ‘I never wished for or wanted this’. On the other hand, she describes
and repeats precisely in which magazine she had been put on the front page. She
also repeats that this is ‘enough’, indicating her irony once more. Finally, she
simultaneously downplays her ambition and her active search for fame and
success, by using a rhetorical question ‘what do you want now?’ The obvious and
explicit contradictions are a good example of the existence of ideological
dilemmas, as proposed by Michael Billig (1991), see later. This narrative is
performed like a dialogue, as if Maria is interacting with somebody with a
different and contradictory opinion, somebody she wants to persuade and
impress. This ambivalence could also be interpreted as being a bit arrogant or
even coquettish, playing the game of the famous and beautiful, but in a reflected
and conscious way.
Claire is equally direct in her account of her glorious moments, when she
talks about striving for more than solid work as senior manager in a bank. She
wants to be visible and a way for her to achieve this is through her lectures and
publications. She oscillates between the impersonal ‘one’ in the present and the
personal ‘I’ in the past tense, as a narrative and anecdote. The anecdotes serve
argumentatively to illustrate the discursive construction of her identity and
identification patterns by stressing her name as unique (‘a name in the field’) and
by being identified by her name on the top. This is the third explicit event model
encountered in our interviews which contrasts clearly with the model of being
symbiotic with the team:
. . . where one can hold lectures, so where one can also make a bit of one’s career, so
just making oneself a name in a field. And that was always strongly intertwined,
because it was always a personal wish, also with regard to economic policies. For me
it is always a piece of identity, yes. Also not to drown in being-a-co-worker-with, but
‘Claire X in’. Creating a set, but then also being up there at the top. I do want that.
Interestingly, when asked about possible career steps, her answer is:
Well, one could say, when one looks at it from a career point of view, one step would
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Yes. But it isn’t something where I would say I’m in a deep depression because I’m not
in it, yes.
Stepping back from being on the top of the bank’s hierarchy as a relevant stage
seems to indicate that there is also a moment of ambivalence in Claire’s
ambitions.
Sissy is on the stage, as the right hand of an internationally successful owner
of a multimedia company. Like Maria, she works in a chaotic and completely
designed environment, everything communicating style and accomplishment.
She has always been, as part of her work, in the theatre and in film-making,
where personalities (and conflicts between them) and the media matter so much.
Sissy is a story teller, using a lot of casual in-sider jargon which is very common
in this profession:
. . . in these past ten years in the theatre I have learnt unbelievably much, just for
organization, for how to handle people, how do I handle conflicts, how do all the
power games run, how does the press run and so on. Nobody ever taught me, so it
was always learning by doing.
The story she tells is one of almost continuous and entirely self-made success –
of her acquiring skills ‘by doing’, discovering abilities she was not aware of,
mastering challenge after challenge, each ending with a special achievement and
recognition – ‘phenomenal feedback’. Things happened; she obviously did not
look for them. The coincidental factor is emphasized here.
The interdiscursivity between persuasive, promotional, advertising,
organizational, and professional discourses is apparent in many of our examples
of the more entrepreneurial women. The socialization into the business world
leaves its traces in the habitus of our interviewees. One might even go as far as to
detect influences of neo-liberal ideologies, such as flexibility, individualism (‘self-
made woman’) and efficiency combined with leisure and consumerism.
Moreover, the attempt to relate leisure to work, luxury to efficiency, and public to
private indicates the colonization of the private through the hard work expected
in such positions, as well as the intrusion of traditionally female discourses into
formerly male environments.
Discussion
SELF-PRESENTATION: DESIRES, IDENTITIES, VALUES – SELF-PRESENTATION
THROUGH (METAPHORIC) CONCEPTUAL FRAMES
The images and messages in the women’s stories reveal a diversity of strategies in
balancing existing discourses of success with their own ideas of what constitutes
achievement and their own constructed self-presentation. Their statements
combine elements of active shaping with streaks of passivity and ambivalence, in
the use of pronouns, deictic devices, argumentative and rhetorical strategies,
and the mixing of different organizational and promotional genres.
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summarized by focusing on one of the most fore-grounded linguistic devices: the
use of metaphors. Metaphors define the conceptual and perceptual frames of our
interviewees.
Metaphor . . . is not a mere reflection of a pre-existing objective reality but a
construction of reality, through a categorisation entailing the selection of some
features as critical and others as non-critical . . . metaphors can consciously be used
to construct . . . reality. (Goatly, 1997: 5)
This crucial aspect of the use of metaphors – discursively and cognitively
constructing one’s own subjective realities – is present throughout our
interviews. Moreover, the abundance of evaluative adjectives intensifies such
metaphors and complements the cognitive, conceptual frames with emotions
and values. Without being able to present all the details of the ongoing debate of
theories and analysis of metaphors, we would like to stress the function of
conceptual frames, realized in metaphorical expressions, for the women’s self-
presentations. Metaphors form a constitutive part of ‘performing gender’ and
‘performing success’.5 Metaphors support the construction of specific ‘event
models’, which serve to establish a coherent self-presentation and an explanation
of unique life trajectories.
‘Event models’ integrate and update every new experience in specific
stereotypical and/or prejudiced ways even if these events might mean something
totally different. Event models store experiences in specific schemas and scripts,
and offer models for updating and explaining new experiences. In our case, they
are used to reduce complexity and offer coherence for otherwise fragmented or
conflicting life stories (Linde, 1993). They are automatically processed as either
masculine or feminine, as successful or non-successful, as good or bad. They get
distorted, adapted and integrated with previously stored event models.
Self-presentations, perceptions, stereotypes, opinions, and beliefs are enforced
and manifested inter alia by metaphors, analogies and insinuations as well as
stories (Van Dijk, 1984). They are cognitively and emotionally deeply embedded
and also have historical roots. A change of frames, in our case, of belief systems
and ideologies related to success and successful women – should this be more
then a superficial change of language – would turn out to be very difficult. Such
changes (if at all possible) would take a long time and would need to produce
some kind of deep insight (‘catharsis’) which would allow the substitution of
certain mental representations and long-stored event models with new ones
(Wodak, 2005b). This fact might explain the emphasis some of our interviewees
placed on a crisis, its meaning for their lives, and of how the crisis affected the
way they re-directed their lives.
In our analysis we found the following clusters of metaphorical frames
dominating the self-presentations as successful women, or put differently, as
describing success:
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transforming space, building space formations (inside space and outside
space), and creating space. These metaphors are, on the one hand,
sometimes related to the profession of architecture and thus not surprising.
These women identify with this dimension of the profession and find it very
empowering. However, on the other hand, these metaphors and frames also
appear in other professions where the creation of autonomy is meant which
links to creating one’s own surrounding and environment as somewhere
pleasant – a space in which one feels comfortable.
● Self-presentation as a team: success consists of creating a team and being part
of a team. This conceptual frame, often realized in metaphors, such as ‘nest’,
‘family’ or ‘team’, corresponds to the stereotypical female capability of
caring for others and being involved in interpersonal relationships. This
frame extends to the point where one of our interviewees even mentioned
giving birth as a metaphor for constructing both one’s space as well as one’s
environment. The conceptual frame, however, can also be expressed
mechanistically as a contrast: being the relevant part or bolt of a machine
without which the machine would not work.
● Self-presentation as creating life: giving birth which traditionally characterizes
the greatest female power is also linked strongly to emotional metaphors,
such as being totally engaged/involved/obsessed with one’s profession, even
‘beseelt (enlivened)’. Creating in this motherly sense relates to planting seeds
or trees, thus creating something for eternity or posteriority.
● Self-presentation as main actor on the stage: success is linked to conceptual
frames of performance, of being on stage, of playing the game. This self-
presentation is conscious of power, of the power of working hard, of
impressing, of being different from others, and finally, of being publicly
acknowledged and a prominent figure. Such narratives indicate pride, quite
unmitigated, with a great deal of emotional involvement, and sometimes,
with a bit of irony and ambivalence.
● Self-presentation as mover: success is defined as an achievement of moving
things, getting designs materialized, moving others in the right direction,
taking the right train. Space is combined here with time and activity, in a
quasi teleological way: in the direction of achievement and success, planned
by the women themselves. These women do not carry out orders from others;
they define the direction they want to take.
● Self-presentation as enjoying a good life: success is defined as pleasure, as
enjoying a good life-style, as working together with the right people; basically
as leading a comfortable life. This frame mystifies the hard work involved.
Ambition is down-played, stress not mentioned.
● Self-presentation as being at the right place at the right time: this form of self-
presentation takes us to more traditional female roles. Success and
achievement are defined as luck and coincidence; these women emphasize
that they never thought that they would be able to succeed, they were
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passive, as having fallen into success. Their own efforts are mitigated.
Ambivalence becomes apparent when several of these conceptual frames are
mixed in one narrative. Such stories or descriptions remind us of the concept of
ideological dilemmas (Billig et al., 1991), which explains the appearance of
totally contradictory claims in the same narrative. These dilemmas, however,
illustrate the spontaneity of many narratives in the interviews; the interviewees
have not planned their answers, they become emotionally involved, and thus
perform their success and life stories for the interviewer, sometimes even in fictive
scenes, interacting with the interviewer and an anonymous audience.
RE-EMBEDDING THE LIFE STORIES – SOURCES OF AMBIVALENCE, ACTIVENESS,
AND PASSIVENESS
Additional aspects of women’s success come to the fore when we re-embed our
findings in the context of their life stories. In more general terms, we can identify
a variety of sources in the women’s biographies that give them strength, create
ambivalence or evoke moments of passivity:
● Events that let women experience the problems of finding a balance – between
having a career in a demanding environment and being a mother or finding
time for personal relationships.
● Significant others who accompany the women through transitory and/or
dilemmatic life situations: this may be a mentor (Claire), a strong and caring
parent, the right team (the ‘boys’ that help Eva continue work as an architect
and be a mother). Experiences such as these are reported again and again in
women’s biographies (e.g. Schlosser, 2001).
● Experiences that help form a strong sense of self: for example, the privilege of
living in two cultures (Maria, who seeks to combine a philosophy shaped by
the notion of ‘having time’ and ‘looking inward’ with a more European way
of running a business), becoming engaged in environments in which she
could feel herself (for Susi, the women’s movement) or the experience of
‘mastering’ tasks she has never performed before (film making in the case of
Sissy) or a severe financial crisis (Jane’s architectural firm).
● Experiences of anxiety and defeat which may have roots far back in a woman’s
childhood and youth. Chris, for example, talks about her fits of anxiety as a
student, for instance, being afraid of opening the door of the lecture hall,
starting to cry when someone addressed her in public – she still seeks to
perfect herself.
Related to these differing experiences, we encountered four event models
throughout our data which are employed to systematize the narratives,
organizing them coherently, and thus providing a rational order for the life
trajectories (Linde, 1993).
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with the identities of the other team members, the team is more important
than each part. This model manifests itself inter alia in the repeated use of
the personal pronoun ‘we’ and of the active voice.
(b) Self-made woman: individualism is foregrounded. Life stories are structured
around constructing the self through making one’s name and being famous.
‘I’ is used throughout; some of the accounts come close to persuasive mission
statements.
(c) Creating one’s space and work, being autonomous is seen as the most
important part of one’s identity and life story (and work); work
achievements define the identity. Space metaphors construct this model, as
do abstract actors and nominalizations.
(d) Coincidence and luck – ‘it simply works’: achievements are presented almost
as unpredictable miracles; the hard work involved is denied. In this case,
social actors are suppressed or backgrounded, the passive voice is salient. A
more descriptive genre substitutes narrative structure, the reports are
usually in the present tense.
These event-models are also somewhat related to the professions of the women
we interviewed: for example, the entrepreneurial women are more
individualistic, the architects more team-oriented. We interpret these differences
as related to pressures in the respective field as well as to different forms of
organizational structures and also to creativity.
NEW FORMS OF SUCCESS – PERFORMING DIFFERENTLY?
Do these women ‘search for a different language from which to construct the
meaning of success’ (Smulyan, 2004), challenging male- dominated constructs?
Do they use pre-existing narratives of stereotyped gender relations to reinvent
themselves (Gherardi, 1996)? The women’s stories are clearly interwoven with
professional commitments and expectations, which are more generally shared by
members of these communities. Some, but not all of them try to rewrite the
conditions for success.
The company in which Maria works presents itself as a ‘magical place’ but
the reality is different. Dealing with competitors and formulating strategies
requires a lot of toughness – we observed men in the company describe their
work and their competitors in rather aggressive metaphors. This toughness
translates into the rhythm of everyday work and burnout is a widespread
phenomenon (Moore, 2000). As we have shown, Maria has absorbed the
professional jargon and she evidently shares some of the success criteria of the
field. Like software specialist Susi, Maria defies the traditional role patterns,
seeking to create an environment that is inclusive and supportive of women,
fighting the male schemas and scripts that typically see toughness and
dominance as ‘a bit choleric’ when exhibited by men and ‘hysterical’ when
shown by women.
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large building complexes, and the ‘orchestrator of the work of others’ (Adams
and Tancred, 2000). Exceedingly long working hours make having a private life
difficult, as a female architect explains: ‘Things are changing slowly. While the
stars among architects are still mostly men, young groups often have women in
leading positions. The architects among our informants don’t question this
“crazy profession”.’ Their identity is shaped by and expressed in what they design
and ultimately gets built. Their issue is the aesthetic and the quality of use of the
spaces they design, and not to design differently, being women. Jane is refreshing
in how she values her ‘housekeeping’ role, seeing it as no less important then the
design role of her (male and female) colleagues in the office.
The general trend within the financial services towards specialization and
offering more integrated services is reflected in the narratives of both women in
this field. Claire combines banking knowledge with skills in consulting, super-
vision, and coaching. She strongly believes in the open, intense, and result-
oriented communication structure of the bank. Chris’s enormous success lies in
her ‘holistic’ approach to accounting, her ability to take care of details, to
combine technical expertise with a view of her clients as a whole.
When looking at Gherardi’s (1996) patterns of reciprocal positioning (of
women vis à vis the organizational/professional cultures they find), most of our
informants are in the cooperative position of ‘the guest’. None of them is in a
marginal, stigmatized position, appears as a mere ‘holiday maker’ let alone ‘a
snake in the grass’ or ‘intruder’. Does this mean that they follow the male
patterns that are dominant in their fields? We have tried to show that this is not
the case and that the cooperating, non-antagonistic positioning that the women
practise offers space for them to build their own success stories in many small but
important ways. In some cases, however, there is a significant gap between
performances and organizational realities. 
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NOTES
1. Women in Innovative Firms – Case Studies on Environment, Work Practice,
Qualifications and Coping Strategies, incooperation with the University of Technology
in Cottbus, Germany, funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (2000–2002);
IST-2001–34520 Project WWW-ICT Widening Women’s Work in Information and
Communication Technology, funded by the European Commission (2002–2004); The
Discursive Construction of European Identities; funded through the Wittgenstein Prize
Wagner and Wodak: Performing success 407awarded to Ruth Wodak in 1996, see <http://www.univie.ac.at/discourse-politics-
identity>.
2. In our analysis, we cannot present the huge amount of data (the whole life stories) due
to space restrictions. We focus on sequences from our interviews where the
interviewees explicitly narrate stories about their success, their career trajectories or
define what they mean by ‘success’. The entire analysis and projects are published
elsewhere (see earlier).
3. See Holmes and Meyerhoff (2003), Sunderland (2004), Lazar (2005), Wodak
(1997a), and Kotthoff and Wodak (1997), for recent overviews and introductions to
the field of linguistic Gender Studies.
4. In Reisigl and Wodak (2001: 70ff), the main linguistic units are defined and illustrated
extensively. Thus, we refer to argumentation theory (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst,
1994) as well as to Functional Systemic Linguistics (Halliday, 1994) and to Theo van
Leeuwen’s Actor’s Analysis (Van Leeuwen, 1996) (see later).
5. Koller (2004: 42) presents an interesting approach to metaphor research, integrating
research on ideology with socio-cognition and critical discourse analysis (CDA). In
contrast to Lakoff and Johnson (1998), she emphasizes the possibility of also inten-
tionally choosing one’s own frames, thus distancing herself from an over-deterministic
position.
REFERENCES
Acker, J. (1992) ‘Gendering Organizational Theory’, in A. Mills and P. Tancred (eds)
Gendering Organizational Analysis, pp. 248–60. Newbury Park, CA: Sage: 
Adams, A. and Tancred, P. (2000) ‘Designing Women’: Gender and the Architectural
Profession.Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
Baxter, J. (2003) Positioning Gender in Discourse: A Feminist Methodology. Basingstoke:
Palgrave.
Berg, N.and Lien, D. (2002) ‘Measuring the Effect of Sexual Orientation on Income:
Evidence of Discrimination?’, Contemporary Economic Policy 20(4): 394–414.
Billig, M. et al. (1991) Ideological Dilemmas. London: Sage.
Birbaumer, A., Tolar, M. and Wagner, I. (2006, forthcoming) ‘Working Women in ICT –
Approach and Findings of a European Project’, in E.M. Trauth (ed.) Encyclopedia of
Gender and Information Technology. Hershey, PA: Idea Group Publishing.
Bourdieu, P.(1994) Raisons pratiques. Sur la théorie de l’action. Paris: éditions du Seuil.
Brown, D. S. (1989) ‘Sexism and the Star System in Architecture’, in E.P. Berkeley (ed.)
Architecture: A Place for Women, pp. 237–46. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institute.
Buchholtz, M. (1999) ‘Bad Examples: Transgression and Progress in Language and
Gender Studies’, in M. Buchholtz, A.C. Liang and L.A. Sutton (eds) Reinventing
Identities: The Gendered Self in Discourse, pp. 3–24. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Butler, J. (1999 [1990]) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York:
Routledge.
Cammack, J.C. and Kalmbach Phillips, D. (2002) ‘Discourses and Subjectivities of the
Gendered Teacher’, Gender and Education 14(2): 123–33.
Coontz, P.D. (1995) ‘Gender Bias in the Legal Profession: Women “See” It, Men Don’t’,
Women and Politics 15(2): 1–22.
Davies, C. (1996) ‘The Sociology of Professions and the Profession of Gender’, Sociology
30(4): 661–78.
Diem-Wille, G. (1996) Karrierefrauen und Karrieremänner. Eine psychoanalytisch orientierte
Untersuchung ihrer Lebensgeschichte und Familiendynamik. Opladen/Stuttgart: WDV.
408 Discourse & Society 17(3)Fairclough, N. (1992) Discourse and Social Change. London: Polity.
Fenwick, T.J. (2002) ‘Lady, Inc.: Women Learning, Negotiating Subjectivity in
Entrepreneurial Discourses’, International Journal of Lifelong Education 22(2): 162–77.
Flick, U. (1995) Qualitative Forschung: Theorie, Methoden, Anwendung in Psychologie und
Sozialwissenschaften. Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt.
Gherardi, S. (1996) ‘Gendered Organizational Cultures: Narratives of Women Travellers
in a Male World’, Gender, Work and Organization 3(4): 187–201.
Gilligan, C. (1982) In a Different Voice. Psychological Theory and Women’s Development.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Glaser, B. and Strauss, A.L. (1967) The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Chicago: Aldine.
Goatly, A. (1997) The Language of Metaphors. London: Routledge.
Greed, C. (2000) ‘Women in the Construction Professions: Achieving Critical Mass’,
Gender, Work and Organization 7(3): 181–96.
Greene, A., Ackers, P. and Black, J. (2002) ‘Going Against the Historical Grain:
Perspectives on Gendered Occupational Identity and Resistance to the Breakdown of
Occupational Segregation in Two Manufacturing Firms’, Gender, Work and Organization
9(3): 266–85.
Halliday, M.A.K. (1994) An Introduction to Functional Grammar. London: Arnold.
Hedman, A. (2003) Visitor Orientation in Context: The Historically Rooted Production of Soft
Places. Stockholm: Royal Institute of Technology.
Holmes, J. and Meyerhoff, M. (eds) (2003) Handbook of Discourse and Gender. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
Iedema, R. (2003) Discourse in Post Bureaucratic Organizations. Amsterdam: Benjamins.
Järvinen, M. (2000) ‘The Biographical Illusion: Constructing Meaning in Qualitative
Interviews’, Qualitative Inquiry 6(3): 370–91.
Jones, C. et al. (1998) ‘Professional Service Constellations: How Strategies and
Capabilities Influence Collaborative Stability and Change’, Organization Science 9(3):
396–410.
Kellner, D. (1995) Media Culture. London: Routledge.
Kendall, S. and Tannen, D. (1997) ‘Gender and Language in the Workplace’, in H. Kotthoff
and R. Wodak (eds) Communicating Gender in Context. Amsterdam: Benjamins.
Koller, V. (2005) ‘Critical Discourse Analysis and Social Cognition: Evidence from Business
Media Discourse’, Discourse & Society 16: 199–224.
Kotthoff, H. and Wodak, R. (eds) (1997) Communicating Gender in Context. Amsterdam:
Benjamins.
Lakoff, G. and Johnson, M. (1998). Leben in Metaphern. Heidelberg: Carl-Auer-Systeme.
Lash, S. and Urry, J. (1994) Economics of Signs and Space. London: Sage.
Lazar, M. (ed.) (2005) Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis. London: Palgrave.
Licht, B.G. and Dweck, C.S. (1984) ‘Determinants of Academic Achievement: The
Interaction of Children’s Achievement Orientations with Skill Area’, Developmental
Psychology 20: 628–36.
Liff, S. and Ward, K. (2001) ‘Distorted Views through the Glass Ceiling: The Construction
of Women’s Understandings of Promotion and Senior Management Positions’, Gender,
Work and Organization 8(1): 19–36.
Linde, C. (1993) Life Stories: The Creation of Coherence. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Machin, D. and Van Leeuwen, T. (2003). ‘Global Schemas and Local Discourses in
Cosmopolitan’, Journal of Sociolinguistics 7(4): 493–512.
Martín Rojo, M.L. and Gomez-Esteban, C. (2003) ‘Discourse at Work: When Women Take
on the Role of Managers’, in G. Weiss and R. Wodak (eds) Critical Discourse Analysis.
Theory and Interdisciplinarity, pp. 241–171. London: Palgrave/Macmillan. 
Wagner and Wodak: Performing success 409Miller, G.E. (2002) ‘The Frontier, Entrepreneurialism, and Engineers: Women Coping with
a Web of Masculinities in an Organizational Culture’, Culture and Organization 8(2):
145–60.
Moore, J.E. (2000) ‘One Road to Turnover: An Examination of Work Exhaustion in
Technology Professionals’, MIS Quarterly 24(1): 141–68.
Moosmüller, S. (1997) ‘The Relevance of Fundamental Frequency Contour for
Interruptions: A Case Study of Political Discussion in Austria’, in H. Kotthoff and
R. Wodak (eds) Communicating Gender in Context, pp. 401–21. Amsterdam: 
Benjamins. 
Morgan, G. (1997) Images of Organization. London: Sage.
Muntigl, P. and Gruber, H. (2005) ‘Introduction: Approaches to Genres’, Folia Linguistica
XXXIX/1–2: 1–19.
Nonnemaker, L. (2005) ‘Women Physicians in Academic Medicine’, The New England
Journal of Medicine 342(6): 399–405.
Reisigl, M. and Wodak, R. (2001) Discourse and Discrimination. London: Routledge.
Sassen, G. (1980) ‘Success Anxiety in Women: A Constructivist Interpretation of its
Source and Significance’, Harvard Educational Review 50(1): 13–24.
Schlosser, G.A. (2001) ‘Stories of Success from Eminent Finnish Women: A Narrative
Study’, High Ability Studies 12(1): 61–87.
Smulyan, L. (2004) ‘Redefining Self and Success: Becoming Teachers and Doctors’,
Gender and Education 16(2): 225–45.
Sunderland, J. (2004) Gendered Discourses. London: Palgrave.
Tomlinson, F., Brockbank, A. and Traves, J. (1997) ‘The “Feminization” of Management?
Issues of “Sameness” and “Difference” in the Roles and Experiences of Female and
Male Retail Managers’, Gender, Work and Organization 4(4): 218–29.
Trix, F. and Psenka, C. (2003) ‘Exploring the Colour of Glass: Letters of Recommendation
for Female and Medical Faculty’, Discourse & Society 14(2): 191–220.
Valenduc, G. et al. (2004: Widening Women’s Work in Information and Communication
Technology. Synthesis Report of The European Project 2002–2004. Namur, Belgium,
European Commission.
Van Dijk, Teun A. (1984) Prejudice in Discourse. Amsterdam: Benjamins.
Van Dijk, Teun A. (2001) ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’, in D. Tannen, D. Schiffrin and H.
Hamilton (eds) Handbook of Discourse Analysis. Oxford: Blackwell.
Van Eemeren, F. and Grootendorst, B. (eds) (1994) Studies in Pragma-Dialectics.
Amsterdam: International Centre for the Study of Argumentation, Sic Sat.
Van Leeuwen, T (1996) ‘The Analysis of Social Actors’, in C.R. Caldas-Coulthard and M.
Coulthard (eds) Texts and Practices: Readings in Critical Discourse Analysis, pp. 32–70.
London: Routledge.
Wagner, I. (2003) ‘Women in Innovative Companies – Issues of Work Practice, Gender
and Technology’, in C. Mörtberg, P. Elovaara and A. Lundgren (eds) How Do We Make a
Difference? Information Technology, Transnational Democracy and Gender, pp. 113–33.
Lulea: Lulea University.
Wagner, I. and Birbaumer, A. (2005) ‘Les femmes cadres dans les entreprises innovantes’,
Travail, genre et sociétés, la revue du MAGE (Fall).
Winch, G. and Schneider, E. (1993) ‘Managing the Knowledge-Based Organization: The
Case of Architectural Practice’, Journal of Management Studies 30(6): 923–37.
Wodak, R. (ed.) (1997a) Gender and Discourse. London: Sage.
Wodak, R. (1997b) ‘“I Know, We Won’t Revolutionize the World with It, But . . .”: Styles
of Female Leadership in Institutions’, in H. Kotthoff and R. Wodak (eds)
Communicating Gender in Context, pp. 335–70. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 
410 Discourse & Society 17(3)Wodak, R. (2003a) ‘Multiple Identities: The Roles of Female Parliamentarians in the EU
Parliament’, in J. Holmes and M. Meyerhoff (eds) Handbook of Discourse and Gender, pp.
671–98. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Wodak, R. (2003b) ‘Populist Discourses: The Rhetoric of Exclusion in Written Genres’,
Document Design 4(2): 133–48.
Wodak, R. (2005a) ‘Gender Mainstreaming and the European Union: Interdisciplinarity,
Gender Studies and CDA’, in M. Lazar (ed.) Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis, pp.
61–89. Basingstoke: Palgrave.
Wodak, R (2005b) ‘Mediation between Discourse and Society – Assessing Cognitive
Approaches’, Discourse Studies ????.
INA WAGNER is Professor for Multidisciplinary Systems Design and Computer-Supported
Co-operative Work (CSCW) and Head of the Institute for Technology Assessment and
Design, Vienna. She has edited and written numerous books and authored over 100
papers on a variety of technology-related issues, amongst them a feminist perspective in
science and technology, ethical and political issues in systems design, computer support of
hospital work and of architectural design and planning, CSCW and networking.
ADDRESS: Vienna University of Technology Assessment & Design, Argentinierstrasse 8,
A-1040 Vienna. [email: iwagner@pop.tuwien.ac.at]
RUTH WODAK is Professor of Discourse Studies at Lancaster University. In addition to
various other prizes, she was awarded the Wittgenstein Prize for Elite Researchers in 1996
and is Head of the Wittgenstein Research Centre ‘Discourse, Politics, Identity’, University
of Vienna. Her research interests focus on discourse analysis, gender studies, language
and/in politics, prejudice and discrimination, and on ethnographic methods of linguistic
field work. She is a member of the editorial board of a range of linguistic journals and co-
editor of the journals Language and Politics and Critical Discourse Studies. She has held
visiting professorships in Uppsala University, Stanford University, the University of
Minnesota, Georgetown University, and as a Leverhulme Fellow at the University of East
Anglia. For more information on her current research and on her publications see
<http:www.ling.lancs.ac.uk/staff/wodak/index.htm>.  ADDRESS: Lancaster University,
Department of Linguistics and English Language, Lancaster LA1 4YT, UK. [email:
r.wodak@lancaster.ac.uk]
Wagner and Wodak: Performing success 411